Library of Congress

Interview with Mr. David C. Acheson

The Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training Foreign Affairs Oral History Project
DAVID C. ACHESON

Interviewed by: Charles Stuart Kennedy

Initial interview dates: May 2008

Copyright 2008 ADST

Q: Today is April 29, 2008. This is an interview with David... C. is it? What does the C
stand for?

ACHESON: Campion.

Q: Campion. Acheson. A-C-H-E-S-O-N. And this is being done on behalf of the
Association of Diplomatic Studies and | am Charles Stuart Kennedy. And you go by David
or Dave?

ACHESON: Yes, David is fine?

Q: Well, let's start at the beginning. When and where were you born?
ACHESON: Washington DC.

Q: And when?

ACHESON: November 4, 1921.

Q: 1921.
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ACHESON: ....which makes me 86.

Q: 86. So, you're one of the grey beards. I'm of the class of 1928, myself, one of the kids.
(laughter)

ACHESON: | get along with children pretty well.

Q: Alright. Obviously, your father was former Secretary of State [Dean Gooderham
Acheson] and just a very distinguished man of the American Government and otherwise.
But, can you tell me what about....let's do the Acheson and then we'll do...

ACHESON: Ok.
Q: Where do they come from?

ACHESON: My mother's family are Stanleys. They lived in Detroit, Michigan. My mother
had a rather famous ancestor, named George Mix, M-I-X, Stanley, who was a great
painter of the American west.

Q: Oh, yeah.

ACHESON: The Smithsonian has a big collection. He settled in Detroit and mother grew
up there. Her father was a lawyer for some railroad or other and her mother was a painter
and my mother was also a painter. My father's family, the Achesons, were British. My
father's grandfather was in the Royal Artillery and fought in the Crimean War. He served in
the heavy brigade, which fought at Balaclava, after the light brigade was wiped out.

Q: And there was, | think, a poem, The Charge of the Heavy Brigade, too.

ACHESON: Happily, the heavy brigade was well-commanded and competent. (Laughter)
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He survived that experience. My grandfather was Edward Campion Acheson, was born at
the Aldershot Arsenal, in Great Britain.

Q: This was the great depot of the British Army.

ACHESON: That is correct. And, unfortunately, his father, my great grandfather, moved
in the military service so often, that all the family papers were lost, and so we don't really
know anything about the family's ancestry going back beyond my great grand father.

Q: Well, isn't the name Campion a bit of a clue. Campion was one of the martyrs.

ACHESON: Well, that's a Welsh namCampion. Acheson is a Scottish name. There are
a lot of Achesons in Edinburgh and there are two Acheson houses on the Royal Mile
in Edinburgh, which are museums. One, | think, the last time | was there, was the head
quarters of the Scottish Craft Union. The other was the Earl Haig Museum, dedicated
to Field Marshal Haig, who is a relative of ours and notably the most outstandingly
incompetent senior commander in World War |I.

Q: He had a lot of competition, but I...
ACHESON: Well, he had some competition, but he was a real fool.
Q: He was responsible for the Somme.

ACHESON: The Battle of the Somme was a crime. It was a crime. It was a horrible
slaughter.

My grandfather, the son of the soldier, was born, as | said, in Aldershot. His mother
died early in his life, and his father remarried a woman with whom my grandfather did
not get along. He had an uncle in Canada, who was a scholar and a very distinguished
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Shakespeare scholar. Anyway, he went off to live with him in Canada and studied for the
clergy at what was then called Queens College, and now is the University of Toronto.

In 1883, when he was a student there, a Canadian M#tis, as they call it, an Indian-French
half breed, who was a brilliant lawyer, and a very charismatic orator, organized a rebellion
against the Crown - the Riel Rebellion of 1883. My grandfather enlisted in the Queen's
Own Rifles and went out to the Northwest Provinces to fight. His unit was ambushed in

a place called Cut Knife Creek. They'd been marching through the forest and came out
into a clearing, and as soon as they came out into the clearing, the enemy forces that
were in the woods beyond the clearing, started firing on my grandfather's unit. And, they
immediately retreated back into the woods, where they had cover. Two men, meanwhile,
had been hit and had fallen in the clearing. So, as soon as the unit got back to the woods
and got some cover, my grandfather went out, with his comrades covering him with rifle
fire, and picked up one of the men and brought him back in and then ran out and picked
up the other one and brought him in. He was under heavy fire the whole time. He was
later recommended for the Victoria Cross, and when he returned to Toronto, he was the
national hero. He was like Sergeant York.

And, my great grandfather, Gooderham, my father's mother's father, was a very famous
businessman, industrialist in Toronto. And it's safe to say that he really owned most of
Toronto. He started the first...he started the largest distillery of whiskey in North America
called....

Q: God bless him.

ACHESON: Gooderham and Worts, a very famous brand in Canada. He prospered and
bought control of the Bank of Toronto, and then he bought control of the Dominion Bank
of Canada, and then, his sons merged the two banks. And, what you see in the ads as
T.D. Waterhouse is the Toronto Dominion Bank's subsidiary, brokerage firm. And, they
turned to.... World War | came along, and the whiskey makers - it was quite natural for
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them to turn to raw materials for explosives, and they became the largest supplier of the
Canadian government during World War | for explosive raw materials. They went back to
the whiskey business after the war.

Meanwhile, my grandfather, who was the military hero, finished his studies and got
ordained. In those days, the Canadian Church of England and the American Episcopal
Church were regarded as one and the same, just different branches of the same church.
So, his first church call came to New York City, in ManhattaSt. George's Church in mid-
town, Manhattan. He was a very charismatic man and highly thought of and he was soon
asked to come to Middletown, Connecticut and be the rector of the Church of the Holy
Trinity, which he did. And, there, my father was born as the first American citizen in our
family.

Q: Your grandfather had not become a citizen?

ACHESON: No, not at that point. After my father was born, there was talk of making my
grandfather the Episcopal Bishop of Connecticut and that project apparently stalled on the
guestion that he was not a citizen. But, then he became a naturalized citizen and so did
my grandmother. So, around 1920 or 192somewhere along there, he was...he did become
the Episcopal Bishop of Connecticut, which he was for 15 years.

Q: How did your grandfather Acheson and your grandmother get together? How did they
meet? Michigan and Canada and New York - how did that work?

ACHESON: My father and mother. My mother is Michigan; my father is Connecticut.
Q: So your grandfather married a Canadian.

ACHESON: Yeah, when he was in Canada. They lived in Middletown, Connecticut after
that. My father was born there. My father had a sister named Margaret, who was a femme
fatale. She was a beautiful, beautiful womavery, very smart and very glamorous and
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very fond of doing glamorous and fun things. To say that she was spoiled would be a
characterization, but | could not quarrel with it. In any event, she, being a free thinker,
decided, at a time when very few women went to college, that she would go to college.
She decided to go to Wellesley. She didn't know anybody going to Wellesley, so the
college offered to assign a roommate to her; and, all of those things were true of Alice
Stanley, my mother, who went to college in the same class, didn't know anybody and they
were assigned roommates to each other. So, the first vacation they had, my aunt invited
my mother to come and spend that vacation in Middletown with the Achesons. And, she
did and met my father that way. They had a very strong attraction and, as they say, the
rest is history.

Q: Did your aunt play much of a role in your life? It sounds like she was a free spirit.

ACHESON: No. Well, we saw quite a bit of her. She married a stockbroker in New York
and divorced him, which produced a bit of a ruckus in a religious family. And, she lived in
New York solo for a while. Then she met a very attractive, nice man named Gardner Platt,
who worked for the Packard Motor Company. Shortly after they met, he was assigned to
go to Paris and be the director of the Packard Motor Company's European operation. So,
he asked my aunt to marry him and they moved to Paris together and we visited them

in Paris a couple of times. During the beginning of World War II, they moved back to
Washington. We saw quite a lot of her, my wife and | and always liker her very much.

Another member of the family, the other sibling, was my Uncle Edward, Ted, who was

11 years younger than my father. My father was the oldest; my aunt followed by three
years and my Uncle Ted by 11 years. And, Ted was also a free spirit. He was very

smart. He was impulsive - | guess would be an apt description. He became a newspaper
reporter and covered the crime desk for the Hartford Current, a famous newspaper in
Connecticut, which is still going. Then, he became a writer of detective stories inspired by
his experience on the Crime Desk. He had four published detective stories, which were
really quite interesting, well done.
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Q: His name, again, would be?

ACHESON: Edward Campion Acheson.

Q: Now, the Campion name here....

ACHESON: Junior, junior.

Q: ....Campion name...wasn't Campion....or didn't it have something to do with the bible?

ACHESON: Well, there was a Thomas Campion, who was a famous poet, British poet;
and, | believe there was a Campion on King James I's commission to rewrite the bible.

Q: Yes, because | connect Campion with the bible, somehow.
ACHESON: Right.
Q: | think that's part of the King James Version; the word of god. Did you get a feel....?

ACHESON: By the way, my uncle Ted suddenly decided that the life he was leading was
sort of leading nowhere. He was living in England and writing detective stories, and he
suddenly decided to go to the London School of Economics and get a doctorate, which
he did. Everyone always marveled that a guy who was, although very, very bright, was so
undisciplined....that the dismal sciencyou know, everyone always said, “Well, how did he
do it?” (laughter)

Q: Well, did you get from your father...sort of, how religious was the family at the time? |
mean your father...your grandfather being the bishop.

ACHESON: My grandfathel remember clearlhad a very strong commitment to what we
would call the Christian ethical system. | don't think he really cared much about theology;
he never talked about it; it was never in his sermons and he was a very pragmatic person.
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His life as a soldier had affected him a lot. He had the habits of industry, discipline: get
up early in the morning, do your job, expect everybody else to do their job that kind of
a personality. He was a very charismatic man, lots of fun to be with; a strong and lively
personality. But, | never got the sense that theology meant much to him.

Q: You know, in the rating system, where did his Episcopalian system work: high, low,
medium or....?

ACHESON: Oh, well, he was fairly Low Church. He loved church music and very often, we
were... and the whole family, my family went to Middletown for Christmas and stayed at
my grandparents' house, which was a large roomy house and he loved....we always went
to the Christmas service at his church in the evening. He was the first Bishop not to move
to Hartford and the person who became the rector of Holy Trinity Church, | think, must
have rued that decision, because my grandfather continued to order everything about the
church, as well as the diocese. But, he loved music and we would have marvelous...we
would have Handel anthems; we would have great choral music. | really enjoyed that a lot.
My father loved those services, but he was not a religious manot at all.

Q: Well, did a.....Let's talk about your father a bit. What are your impressions of your
father?

ACHESON: Well, he was an interesting combination. At Yale, he had been....most people
would have called him a playboy, very social, loved parties, had many, many friends and

was regarded as | think the word used then would have been sport. He was a sport. And,
his interest in academics was fairly modest and he did fairly modestly in academics.

Q: Was there any carryover....he went to Groton, didn't he, he went to Groton. Did
Peabody figure? | mean, was this a ....?
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ACHESON: Well, Peabody, of course made a strong impression on every student
who ever went there, including myself. But, Dad was very undisciplined at Groton, and
Peabody didn't think a lot of him as a student. (Laughs)

Q: For the uninitiated, Peabody...first name was?

ACHESON: Endicott.

Q: Endicott Peabody was the Head Master and a towering presence...
ACHESON: That is true; that is true.

Q.... at Groton.

ACHESON: He had been, prior to coming to Grotohe founded Groton. His father, his
uncle, rather, not his father (George Peabody of George Peabody & Co.) was, started
the first major investment banking operation in London; and a young man named John
Pierpont Morgan worked for him; and later Morgan took off on his own and went to New
York and started his own bank.

Q: Did fairly well, fairly well.

ACHESON: But, Peabody the elder was a strong influence on Endicott Peabody. Endicott
Peabody worked for his uncle's bank for a while; and while working there he met Grenfell,
who started the Grenfell Mission.

Q: Grenfell was in Canada, wasn't it?

ACHESON: Yes, exactly. And, Grenfell's father (Henry Riversdale Grenfell) had started
a bank in London which, ultimately merged with Morgan's London branch and became
known as Morgan Grenfell. Anyway, | mention all that because Endicott Peabody became
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a minister and his first church was in Tombstone, Arizona in the days when Wyatt Earp
and Doc Holliday were carrying on...

Q: The gunfight at the OK carrel, and all that sort of stuff?

ACHESON: Right. And Peabody was a very athletic, big strong guy. And, he started a
baseball team and the way he recruited for the baseball team was to go into the bar, find
nine people who were sober and drag them out to play baseball. And, he said he owed
his life to the fact that he never carried a gun. And, he was capable of defending himself
physically without a gun and nobody tangled with him because he was a really tough guy.
But, that experience in the west influenced him a great deal.

So, he then decided to come back east and start a school; and it was natural, to finance
the school, he turned to J.P. Morgan. So, Morgan gave him a loan and he started the
school, bought maybe three hundred, four hundred acres of land; started a school; and
built it in very short order. And, my father's law partner, George Rublee, was the very first
graduate of Groton. He was all alone in the class of 1886.

My father was the class of 1911. It kind of surprised Dad's friends when he went to
Harvard Law School, that he was either the first or second in his class at Harvard Law
School. He was on the Harvard Law Review as editor; treasurer of the Harvard Law
Review, and he attracted the interest of members of the faculty there, in his intellect and
his writing skills, which were very, very good. He was heavily influenced there by Professor
Felix Frankfurter, who was then quite a young professor, but taught him.

Dad was a strong liberal in his early days. He thought about specializing in labor law
and representing labor unions when he got out of law school. But, he said that never
happened because, on account of his marks and the recommendations that he got from
faculty, he was asked to come to Washington and be the law clerk to Justice Brandeis of
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the Supreme Court. So, he did that for one year. Then, at the close of that year, the flu
epidemic knocked off the clear who was his successor.

Q: This is 1918, 19197

ACHESON: Correct. So, Brandeis asked him to stay a second year because the follow-on
clerk had died. So Dad did. And, during that year, he was introduced to Edward B. Burling,
by Justice Brandeithey were friends. Mr. Burling was starting a new law firm in Washington
and asked my father to come and work for him. And so Dad did that and spent the rest of
his life active with that firm.

Q: Your mother and father met how?

ACHESON: They met when my aunt invited my mother to come from Wellesley to vacation
with her in Middletown.

Q: That's right. Did your mother finish Wellesley?
ACHESON: My mother did; my aunt did not. My aunt married before she finished.
Q: Did you get any feel from your mother?

ACHESON: My mother was married, | think, 5 days before her graduation at Wellesley.
And, the President of Wellesley said, under the rules, she should be denied her degree.
But, she said, to apply the rules that way would be what many people would call, carrying
a rule to an unjustified extreme.

Q: Did you get any feel or impression from your mother about Wellesley in those days?
ACHESON: Not really. Madam Chiang Kai-shek was in her class.

Q: One of the three Soong sisters.

Interview with Mr. David C. Acheson http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001513



Library of Congress

ACHESON: Yes. One of the Soong sisters. There were a number of foreign girls in that
class. Mother said she liked Wellesley a great deal. She liked the course of study; she
liked the faculty, she liked the physical situation, the locatioeverything about it.

Q: Let's talk a little bit about growing up in the Acheson household. First place, you have
brothers, sisters?

ACHESON: | have two sisters: one older, one youngel'm right in the middle. The older one
Is deceased; the younger one is a widow, alive and well; living in Princeton, New Jersey.

Q: Where did you live in Washington?

ACHESON: We lived initially on Corcoran Street, about a block off of 18th Street. And,
about two years later, my parents bought the house in Georgetown, where we lived the
rest of my young life: 2805 P Street.

Q: What was your experience? What was life like in the Acheson family? We are talking
about when you were quite young.

ACHESON: Well....my father liked to walk in the early morning. We would all have
breakfast together. And, before we went off to school, and even in the days before we
went to school at all, my father would....we would all have breakfast together, and my
father would say, “Let's take a good walk.” And by a good walk, he meant a fast walk. We
would go around the block, or around two blocks. And, then, he would walk to work. He
would walk down to where the law firm was headquartered, which was at 15th Street and
about I'd say a 30 minute walk, maybe better, maybe 40.

Q: Were events of the day or of the era talked about at the dinner table?

ACHESON: Not during the 1920s. In the 1930s they were. In the 1920s we did word
games at the dinner table or played 20 questions or we would talk about what we did at
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school that day and Mother would talk about the painting she was doing, but in the '30s we
talked...began to talk about what was going on in the world.

Q: Well, by the '30s you were then moving into your preteens?
ACHESON: Yeah. That's right - my 'tweens.
Q: What sort of painting did your mother do?

ACHESON: She started out with water colors and was really very good, a very good
painter. Then she quickly picked up oils and later, when other materials like acrylics
became available, she painted with those too. And she liked....she was quite experimental
as a painter. She would do collage; and she would do whatever spirit moved her, from day
to day. She exhibited frequently; she was quite prolific.

Q: Landscape? Portraits?

ACHESON: Largely landscape. Her portraits weren't great, to be honest with you. She did
portraits of her three children, which we all hid later. (Laughter)

But, in the '30s, when things were starting to go wrong in the world...during the depression
(this may interest you) all of us, when | was at school in the first few grades, all of us knew
people who were really suffering in the Depression. We knew...we had friends whose
parents had lost all their investments and it was a....it seemed a kind of remote thing
because Edward Burling's law firm during the '20s was really doing well. It was quite a
small firm but they had major clients and they were making a lot of money. My father ....in
1931, which you could call the depth of the Depression, my father was able to build a huge
addition to his house in Georgetown. Nobody in the family was suffering financially during
the depression because his firm was doing really well.
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Q: Were you picking up comments from your parents or others about Hoover and his
administration?

ACHESON: Yeah, we were. My father thought Hoover was doing everything wrong and
making the Depression worse and that his...that Hoover's determination to hold onto a
balanced budget was not very opportunthat was not the time. So, my father, who was
always a Democrat, became a strong Roosevelt supporter.

And, in 1933, Felix Frankfurter, who knew Roosevelt pretty well and who was still at the
Harvard Law School teaching, asked...he suggested to Roosevelt that he make my father
Solicitor General of the United Statethat's the officer in the Department of Justice who
argues all the case for the government in the Supreme Court. My father was a notably
able advocate and had been a Supreme Court law clerk and had argued in the Supreme
Court and really wanted that job. And, a funny thing happened. Roosevelt had appointed
a man Attorney General from Connecticut, named Homer Cummings. Homer Cummings
had divorced his wife and had remarried and he had asked my grandfather to officiate at
his remarriage. My grandfather refused on the ground that he would not participate in a
marriage of a divorced person. And, Homer Cummings decided that there was no way
anybody named Acheson was going to work in his department. He told the President
that he would find it very, very difficult to work with Dean Acheson. So Roosevelt asked
my father to be Undersecretary for the Treasury at a time when the newly appointed
Secretary, William Wooden, had just discovered that he was fatally ill. So, my father was
the Secretary of the Treasury, for all practical purposes, for the first year and a quarter of
the Roosevelt administration.

Q: Had there been any Groton connection between Roosevelt and your father?

ACHESON: Well, they were 11 years apart. So they never knew each other at Groton and
never knew each other actually any other way until Frankfurter suggested to Roosevelt
that he meet my father and appoint him to some office. And, they got along very well
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together as two persons. Oh, well, they came to disagreement on something Roosevelt
wanted to do toward the end of Dad's first year in the Treasury. And, Roosevelt asked my
father to give him an opinion that it would be lawful for the President to use the funds of
the RFC (Reconstruction Finance Corporation) to buy gold at an enhanced price. And,

the theory that the President had been advised on, but not by my father, was that doing
that would enhance the prices of commodities generally and that would lead to prosperity
and greater employment. My father said, “Mr. President, | have to tell you that theory is
nonsense. Whoever advised you to that effect really was totally wrong; it would not have
that effect at all.” But he said, “If you wish to do it, | could not stand in the way. The trouble
Is that Congress has explicitly made it unlawful for you to do what you want to do and this
Is what the statute says.” And the President said, “Well, isn't there a little wiggle in that
statute?” My father said, “No, | don't think so and the intent of Congress was to prevent

it, certainly.” And he said, “As long as you own the Congress, Mr. President, why don't
you go to Congress and get the law changed?” And the President said, “Well, I'm going to
see if | can't do it by executive authority.” And Dad said, “Well, in that case, | think you are
entitled to have a new Undersecretary of the Treasury.” And he resigned. And Roosevelt
got an opinion from the General Counsel of the RFC that he could do this, a man named
Stanley Reed. And, his reward for that opinion was to be made Solicitor General and later,
a Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court.

Q: During this time....first place, living with your father, was he a man...| mean, you know,
his stature lingers on, but was he somebody who laid down the law? How did you find
him?

ACHESON: No, no. He was pretty strict about fundamental things like telling the truth

and trying to be prudent about personal finances, and stuff like that. But, he was very
personable, very witty and he liked fun and he'd take us ice skating. He took me skeet
shooting; took me quail shooting and did a lot of things that were...he enjoyed....He liked
people, liked having fun. He loved humor; he had a keen wit and loved using it and it made
him very popular with his friends. Socially, he was a very attractive, popular, personable

Interview with Mr. David C. Acheson http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001513



Library of Congress

guy and my mother, although she was a very beautiful woman, was quite shy and rather
withdrawn. So Dad was really sort of the point person in their social interaction with other
people.

Q: Well, did you have the feeling as a kid, sort of sitting at the feet of....
ACHESON: Yeah.

Q: ....that you were part of a group, a circle....because the New Deal was a much more
collegial thing than...I mean it really turned Georgetown and that whole area into a...

ACHESON: Now, when the New Deal started, | was 12 years old.
Q: Yeah, but still.

ACHESON: | wasn't aware of...

Q: You know, little kids sitting in corners with big ears.

ACHESON: Well, later, | would say by the time World War Two is approaching, | certainly
had that feeling. When my father first went into the State Department as Assistant
Secretary in 1941, there was a lot more of that feeling.

Q: Yeah.

ACHESON: But, when | was much younger, family was family and | didn't think my father
was a very important person and he never said or did anything that made me think so.

Q: Well, let's sort of turn to you. As a kid, where did you go to school before you went to
Groton?
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ACHESON: | went to St. Alban's School in Washington DC. Before that | went to the
Potomac School in the citnow a country school. There is still the big brownstone building at
the top of California Street that | went to school at.

Q: How were you as a student?

ACHESON: | was an indifferent student until | got to St. Alban's. At St. Alban's | became
a really quite good student, and at Groton | was a very good student. | was either first or
second in my class.

Q: Well, you were at St. Alban's and before that to when? | mean, how old were you?
ACHESON: At St. Alban's from | think'31 to '35. | graduated from Groton in 1939.

Q: So St. Alban's would bring you up to about 14 years old.

ACHESON: Right.

Q: How about...what...were you much of a reader?

ACHESON: Yes. | read a lot.

Q: What sort of things? Were there any books?

ACHESON: Well, | loved nature books. | read the Jack London books, Call of the Wild. |
read Thornton Bridges.

Q: The Wind in the Wi.... Not The Wind in the Willows, but the... Mother West Wind.

ACHESON: Yes. | read Ernest Thompson Seton, who was a great nature writer. He wrote
about wildlife.

Q: Was it Terhune (Albert Payson Terhune)...or something about dogs?
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ACHESON: No, | never read Terhune. | thought they were silly, actually. (Laughter)

ACHESON: | remember a cartoon that | enjoyed in the New Yorker magazine, a
cartoon...a whole series called Literary Renegades. And, one cartoon showed a drawing
of a collie sitting on the beach with everybody on the beach running around and pointing
out to the water where someone was drowning and they were trying to get him to go and
rescue him and the collie would have none of it.

Q: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. | mean, | remember those wonderful cartoons. There was one, The
Day the Soap Sank at Ivory.

ACHESON: Exactly. | read a lot of books. | took piano lessons, but not for very long. And
| enjoyed reading a lot. At Groton, | was the first student to enter Groton in the third form.
The first such student in about 25 years.

Q: You usually start as a second former...

ACHESON: First or second. So, the first few weeks | was at Groton...not having....the
whole book-ordering system at Groton. No one had foreseen that there would be
somebody entering in the third form, so | didn't have any books for about four weeks.
Approaching Christmas vacation, | was in study hall one day, and the prefect came down
and handed me a note which said “The Rector wants to see you.” So, | thought this was
going to be a disciplinary encounter of some kind and | was very apprehensive about it.
And, | went into his study. He had this huge desk, probably as big as Mussolini's desk; |
mean a great massive desk. And he was a pretty massive person himselintimidating. So,
| came in expecting to be chewed out for something and he said, “Congratulations, Boy.
You've led your class for this term.” | said, “Thank you, Sir.” And he said, “And you have an
added distinction: you've done it without having any books for a month!” (Laughter)

Q: Well, let's talk about Groton. What was Groton like in your time?
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ACHESON: I think it was probably pretty much the way it was always, previously. Not like
that noat all. But, everything was well-ordered; scheduled. There were activities that ate up
every minute of your life. There was breakfast in the morning in the dining hall. There were
classes. Then the afternoon... Then there was lunch in the dining fall. Then there were
sports periods, depending on the season of the year. | was a pretty adept tennis player
and | started playing tennis in the spring. In the fall | had to play football, but | wasn't really
much good at it; except, | was the only center who could make a perfect spiral pass to the
back field. Trouble was | was so thin and so frail, at the moment the ball was snapped, the
enemy line went right through me.

Q: I might say that...
ACHESON: But, I got really good at tennis.

Q: .... this was a different era when they had....when actually the center would send the
ball back in a spiral to the fullback or whoever it was...

ACHESON: Yeah. Yeah.

Q:....instead of the handoff, which came with the t formation of a later era.
ACHESON: Yeah. Yeah. This was between your legs....

Q: Yeah.

ACHESON: .....old-fashioned, center pass.

Q: Yeah.

ACHESON: Anyway, in the evening there was a long study period after supper, which was
in the dining hall. The day actually started with chapecompulsory chapel every morning
before breakfast; and Sunday you had chapel at 11 o'clock in the morning, and...no, |
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think it was earlier; | think it was 10 o'clock. And, then you had evening service, vespers
at 5 or something like... 4 maybe. The rest of Sunday actually you were pretty free. You
could play touch football; you could walk down to the river; or, you could play tennis.
Depending on the season, you could do really anything you want. You were even allowed,
on Saturdays and Sundays to walk to the village, Groton village, and get an ice-cream
soda, or something like that.

Q: Onh, this is high off the hog. | spent four years at Kent...
ACHESON: Yeah.

Q:... under Father Sill and we couldn't go into Kent, couldn't go across the bridge. We had
an allowance of 35 cents a week, which you could spend on Saturdays at what we called
the pop tent, and that was it.

Speaking of which, did you... Kent was founded on the idea that everybody had to work
and so we raked leaves and waited on tables. Were you doing that sort of thing?

ACHESON: Well, as a disciplinary matter, if you got demerits or black marks, you worked
them off doing that: chopping wood...you weren't allowed to mow the lawn because they
had machines doing that. But, very often you could...you were assigned to go and work in
the baseball cage, or something like that.

Q: Do any teachers stand out in your mind at Groton?
ACHESON: Yeah. Oh, yeah. Yeah.

Q: Do you want to mention them? | always like to give a certain immortality to teachers, to
mention them.

ACHESON: Well, | particularly enjoyed William S. Cushing. | was a classics scholar; and
In our senior year, sixth form, we were allowed to take a tutorial course of our own choice
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with a master who would teach that kind of stuff. And, | decided to take my tutorial in
Greek; Bill Cushing was my mentor and master for that. And, Bill was a great guy. He was
also the coach of the baseball team and he encouraged me to do the managership and

| became assistant manager of the baseball team. But, the thing | remember about work
with him was that we had a schedule; and we were going to read so and so by a certain
date, then so and so by another day. We kept to that schedule. | was a very good classics
scholar; | got the Groton Greek Prize and | think graduated magna cum laude. We got
ahead of schedule often enough so that when the grouse and quail season came along,
Bill Cushing would say, “Well, let's take...” He said, “Next Saturday...” He said, “We're
ahead of schedule. Next Saturday, let's take my dog and my old 20 gauge and we'll go out
and drive up to New Hampshire and we'll shoot quail.” We did that a couple of times and it
was great fun. We talked about classics and my favorite Greek playwrights and his. It was
really fun.

Q: Well, you were at Groton from when to when?
ACHESON: From '35 to '39.

Q: Groton was seen as a seat of privilege, but the President was a Groton graduate. How
did politics play there?

ACHESON: Well, it was pretty obvious when | got there that most of the parents of my
friends at Groton were totally opposed to Roosevelt.

Q: He was a traitor to their class.

ACHESON: That was a phrase you heard. It wasn't a very commonly used phrase but it's
remembered historically because it sort of summed up their attitude.

Q: | think of that cartooagain New Yorke“Let's go to the trans..... (two voices speak at
once, cannot be made out)...
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ACHESON: Let's go down to the Trans-Lux and hiss Roosevelt.

But, certainly the faculty did not encourage that point of view, at all. There were, in
fact, several members of the faculty, including my history professor, who were strong
democrats, and one of them actually was a socialist who voted for Lemke. Norman
Thomas and then Lemke.

Q: First, let's stick domestically. What were you getting about events in the United States?

ACHESON: By the time | got there, | think even people who didn't like Roosevelt were
beginning to agree that the measures he had taken to break the Depression were
necessary. And, it was sort of a grudging admission on the part of many of them, but that
was the prevailing view.

The thing that began to impress itself, even more though than domestic stuff, was what
was going on in the world. | was at Groton when Mussolini invaded Ethiopia, and | was at
Groton when Neville Chamberlain sold Czechoslovakia to Hitler.

Q: This is the Munich...
ACHESON: Munich...
Q: ...crisis.

ACHESON: And, the build-up of apprehension about a war in Europe was very strong by
the time...certainly by the second year | was at Groton it was very strong.

Q: Was the....

ACHESON: Oh, by the way. I'll tell you this. | wrote a memoir, which you may or may not
have seen in 1993, which was published by WW Norton, called Acheson Country, about
life with my father and my family at their farm in Maryland; it got good reviews, too. An
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episode | told in that story, | will tell you now, was that my family took my younger sister
and me to Paris, France, in 1938. And, one day, we were in Paris, my father said, “By the
way, | have just learnt that Endicott and Mrs. Peabody are in Paris and | have invited them
to come for cocktails to our suite at the Elysee Park Hotel. | thought, “Oh, no!” He said,
“They'll be ok. Just relax and enjoy yourself.” When they arrived, they were nice; they were
very cordial. And then, a horrible moment. My father said to them, “What can | get you to
drink?” And, Endicott Peabody....I thought my father had made the worst faux pas [French:
literallfalse step with the meaning of mistake] | could imagine. But, Endicott Peabody
chimed right up and said, “Well, I think I'll have a gin and tonic.” And Mrs. Peabody opted
for a sherry. And then Dad turned to me and said, “What would you like?” and | thought,
“Oh, god!”

Q: You were 17 at the time or about.

ACHESON: Yes. And then Mrs. Peabody said, “Oh, come on, David, we're all on holiday.”
So I said, “I'll have a French beer.” Then we had a very nice time with the Peabodys. They
stayed about an hour and when they left....The Rector and my father got talking about the
crisis in Europe and Peabody ventured the opinion that he admired Neville Chamberlain.
He had met Neville Chamberlain. He thought all of Neville Chamberlain's friends, all the
people who knew him, thought he was a gentleman, honest, conscientious. And dad said,
“Well, do you have any news about Winston Churchill?” And Peabody said, “Well, the
people | know don't think he is a gentleman at all.” which is actually quite a common view
at that time.

Q: Yes, yes!

ACHESON: So, finally, when they left, my father was laughing as they went out the

door. And | said to him, “What are you laughing at?” and he said, “You know what the
Rector said about Churchill and Chamberlain is so interesting.” He said, “You know, if
Chamberlain were a student at Groton, he would surely be Senior Prefect. If Churchill
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were a student at Groton, he would be kicked out in a week. But Churchill notices what is
happening here and Chamberlain does not.”

Q: Was the school, as you were going through, was it...was Anglophilia predominant?

ACHESON: Yes. A mild case of Anglophilia. The Rector, of course, had been partly
educated in England. And, so...the British Public School was almost an explicit model for
Groton.

Q: The form system and all that.

ACHESON: The form system, the prefect system, the required chapel, the high degree of
organization of student life, and all that business.

Q: I might add for somebody who is reading this later, the prefect systethese are senior
boys who run the student body in a way, with adult supervision.

ACHESON: Right. | was never a prefect. | was not that....put it this way. To be a prefect
you had to show some degree of enthusiasm for the system, which | never did.

Q: Well, I didn't even come close. | still go to the....I went to the 60th Anniversary, 60th
Reunion and the head prefect of our class was still kind of the head spokesman for our
class. (Laughter)

ACHESON: Our senior prefect was...my classmate was killed in a typhoon on a destroyer
which capsized in the Philippine Sea.

Q: Oh, that was that horrible typhoon in 1944 in which we lost three destroyers ....
ACHESON: ....and about 1200 men...

Q: I was talking to...
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ACHESON: ....in one storm...

Q: Ambassador Huffington, who was an officer with Admiral Halsey and never forgave
Halsey for going into ....for disregarding...

ACHESON: | was on a DE (destroyer escort) in the 3rd Fleet at the same time and happily
we were not with that formation and we were not in the immediate vicinity of that typhoon,
but it was a horrible, horrible thing.

Q: Actually, The Caine Mutiny, the novel, was based, was set on that particular event, if |
recall.

ACHESON: Back to Groton. Anyway, looking back on Groton, | really had a good time at
Groton. | enjoyed playing for the tennis team. | did very well academically. | made some
friends there, some lifelong friends.

| discovered to my astonishment that my father really hated the school when he was there.
| once asked him, years latel mean like sometime in the 1960s. His closest friend, also

a friend when he was at Groton, was Averell Harriman. | had lunch with Averell one day,
who was always very close to our family and we got talking about Groton and | said, “What
was Dad like at Groton?” Averell was 2 years ahead of Dad and brought him onto the
Groton crew. They became friends through rowing. Averell said, “Oh, Dean hated Groton.”
So, the next time | saw my father | asked him, “Why did you send me to Groton? Averell
said you hated the school.” “Well,” he said, “Averell is right. | did hate the school.” | said,
“Well, why did you send me there. | enjoyed it but...” He said, “I thought the reasons |
hated the school, would be reasons why it would be good for you.” (Laughter)

Q: This is behind an awful lot of young boys who went to these schools. When | went to
camp, | mean, it was...| needed the discipline and | sure as hell got it.

ACHESON: Sure. Completely.
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Q: Did the military loom as far as...when you were getting ready to graduate? Were you
thinking of...Was the thought that, “Gee, we might get into a waor Europe might get into a
war....."”?

ACHESON: By 1939, when | graduated, my father had said more than once, that a
European War was certain and when | was getting ready to go to Yale, he urged me to go
into one of the ROTCs (Reserve Officer's Training Corps), Naval or Army, so that | would
be commissioned. He said it would be better than being drafted, and “in any event you are
going to be in a war, because there's going to be in a war and we will be in it.” So, | did
that. | followed his advice and took Naval ROTC at Yale.

Q: Was there much of a following of the rise of Hitler and Mussolini?

ACHESON: Yes, very mucat Groton even there was. And, | remember Richard Irons, who
was my outstanding history teacher at Groton, used to talk constantly about the need for
collective security. It was the first time | ever heard the phrase 'collective security'. He said
the United States and Europe had to bond together in some system of collective security.
And, of course, Roosevelt found that to be politically very, very hard. He wanted to do it,
tried to do it and eventually succeeded in doing it, but kind of late in the day.

Q: Well, was there any sort of...of course, you were in an eastern school with sort of
the eastern establishment, as it became known, but was there any feeling of sort of the
equivalent to the (I guess it started a little later) ...but the America First movement, of
isolationists?

ACHESON: Not at Groton.

Q: No, this would be at Yale.
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ACHESON: There was at Yale; strong at Yale; quite strong at Yale. But, at Groton, it was
quite the opposite; and | think that was because of the tenor of thought that you got from
the faculty and the Rector, himself.

Q: Well, then, you graduated in 1939. Did you know where you were going?
ACHESON: Well, | knew | was going to Yale?
Q: Why Yale?

ACHESON: Well, my father, of course had been there. About three, two years before that,
my father had said one day when we were having dinner, he said, “Well, David, you ought
to give some thought or start thinking about where you want to go to college.” And | said,
to his surprise, “Oh, | know where | want to college.” He said, “Oh, really. Where is that?” |
said, “The University of Pittsburg.” He said, “Why?” So | said, “Because they had the best
football team in the United States.”

Q: Well...

ACHESON: He said, “Well, that is certainly one factor. But you ought to consider all
the factors and one factor you might consider is that if you go to Yale, I'll pay your
tuition.” (Hearty laughter)

Q: So much for the cathedral of learning.
ACHESON: Right.
Q: So, you went to Yale from when to when?

ACHESON: Started in the fall of '39 and graduated ...We were accelerated, so instead
of graduating in June of '43, which was our nominal class date, we were pushed out in
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December of '42 and commissioned....if you were in the ROTC, you were commissioned
on the same date.

Q: What was Yale like in '39?

ACHESON: You know, it was remarkably like Yale probably was in the '20s. There was
very littlinitially anyway, there was very little awareness, except by a handful of people.

| remember, Kingman Brewster was two classes ahead of me and he was already a
strong student voice to stay out of war and for the America First point of view, with which
| strongly disagreed. But, the student body as a whole at Yale wasn't as much concerned
about the world as it was about the next football weekend, or the next debutante party in
New York.

Q: By the way, at Groton, | take it girls were not part of....| mean they weren't even going
there, but as far as dating, did you have places....?

ACHESON: We had one dance a year where we could invite girls to come live on the
campus, stay in the house of a member of the faculty or in a parents' house with a
chaperone and you had the dance and then there was a lunch for everybody the next day
and then they went home. But, that was the extent of it.

Q: Coming back to Washington, was there much of an active social life when you were
coming back from Groton?

ACHESON: Yeah. At that age there was, sure. And, | had a lot of friends at Groton who
invited me both when | was at Groton and later when | was at Yale to come down to New
York to all the parties that were going on there. I'd stay with them at their parents' house.
But, yeah, | would say social life from our point of view as students didn't seem to be the
slightest bit constrained by the imminence of any war crisinot at all.

Q: At Yale, what sort of courses were you taking?
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ACHESON: Well, | took English lit. | took German; | had two years of German at Groton
and took German. | took Greek; | had in fact two courses in Greek. There was a required
science course, so | opted for Geology.

Q: Welcome to the club. That's what | did too. Science was not my bag.

ACHESON: What else did | take? History, of course. | had two history courses: one in
foreign relations and one in just straight American History. That changed, of course, from
year to year; but | remember | got particular pleasure out of reading in the English lit.
courses.

I'll tell you an amusing story. In the first year, | took a course called Daily Themes. What
happened in Daily Themes was that you wrote a short paper for each clastwo classes a
week. And, the professor would select two papers to read aloud and he'd first read one
paper without identifying the author and then you'd discuss that paper and you'd debate
the criticisms. And, it became kind of a literary criticism course. And, one day, | remember,
he read my paper. A friend of mine was sitting right behind me in class. And, he read my
paper and then there was an animated discussion of my paper and, when the discussion
was over, he said, “Well, | would say to the writer of this paper there is much here that

Is original and much that is true, but | also have to say that which is true is not original
and that which is original is not true. (Hearty laughter) When we left the class, my friend
behind me said, “That was your paper, wasn't it?” | said, “Actually, it was. How did you
know that?” Then he said, “Your ears turned red.” (Laughter)

Q: Did events in Asia pass your radar?

ACHESON: That's a good question. Yeah, definitely. The 1931 invasion of Manchuria was
still being talked about when | was at Groton; when | entered Groton. And, | was still at
Groton in 1937, when the Japanese invaded Mainland China.
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Q: Yes, and then there was the Panay Incident.
ACHESON: And then there was the Panay Incident. That was in 1937.

Q: Did you get much history of the Far East in your....? | was going to say, this is a big gap
in our education. We get a lot of European history, but not much...

ACHESON: Some was offered at Yale, but nothing at Groton, nothing, nothing. There was
also, when | was at Groton, there was also a major gap in art - very little teaching of art;
only on sort of a special basis and very shallow, at that and nothing about Oriental Art, at
all.

Q: Did any professors at Yale stick out in your mind?

ACHESON: Sure, absolutely. | would say Professor Hubbell in Greek; Arnold Whitbridge
in English Lit.; Nicholas Spykman in Foreign Relations. He had been in the Dutch Colonial
Service back in the '20s and he had been stationed in Batavia, in what is now Indonesia...

Q: What became Jakarta?

ACHESON:... and he used to say, “Now, today we will talk about fascismus and
communismus. (Laughter)

Q: Did you pick up any feel about colonial policy from him? Particularly, the Dutch colonial
policy was not very benign.

ACHESON: Not enlightened at all, no. No, he never talked about that. He never talked
about it. And whether he thought it was irrelevant or whether he just was not happy with it
and didn't want to...I don't know, but he never talked about it.

Q: Did you pick up whether any of your colleagues were infected a little by attraction to
Marxism, communism and all that? You know, youth and all that sort of thing.
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ACHESON: Actually, | was in the Yale Political Union, of which | later became president.
We had the three-party model under the British parliamentary system. There was a Labor
Party and there were a couple of members of the Labor Party that really were socialists
and fairly radical socialists. They might have been veering towards communism, but they
weren't at all sympathetic with the Soviet Union and they were all sort of thinking about it in
terms of benign equality.

By the way, my father, after...years later, | remember many occasions we'd be going to
church Sunday morning and at that time we went to St. John's Church in Georgetown.
Mother would say, “Dean... “ we'd all get our hats and coats on and get ready to go and
dad would still be there reading the paper and mother would say, “Dean, aren't you coming
to church?” And he'd say, “No. Groton has put me into a permanently surplus position.”

Q: I've used that. (Laughter)

Q: At Yale, was there a strong movement or sympathy for the British when the war started
or particularly when the blitz started?

ACHESON: Not particularly. First of all there was no underlying latent Anglophilia at Yale.
There was, of course, sympathy with the British during the blitz, but it wasn't anything that
reared its head in normal conversation. People didn't talk about it much. We followed it

in the newspaper. The first thing | was aware of at Yale was which surprised mmaybe it
should not have, but it dia strong America First isolationist position. It turned out the most
articulate students, who wanted to talk about it and lead discussions of it, were of that
opinion; and people who were interventionist minded and more international minded, were,
for some reason, less articulate.

Q: Well, this of course, to a certain extent repeated itself with the Vietham War, didn't it?

ACHESON: I think so; yes, yes.
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Q: There is something about being against something...
ACHESON:....particularly at that age.
Q: Right, right.

ACHESON: You have to remembeand | am sure you dthere was such sentiment of
pacifism in the '30s, reacting from the slaughter of World War | that that was still strongly
felt at Yale by a lot of people.

Q: And, of course, there were the merchants of death....
ACHESON: Right; right.

Q: I mean all sorts of things. Also, were we dragged into it Europe-wide? We can see
beyond it.

ACHESON: Right. Right.
Q: How about the faculty? Did they seem....?

ACHESON: The faculty was not isolationist minded, at all that | recall. | never got that
sense from anyone on the faculty. The person | got to know best on the faculty was
Whitney Griswold, who later became president. Whit was a very strong internationalist and
had actually written his Ph.D. thesis, which later appeared in the form of a published book,
on U.S. Far East Policy. | think it took the attack on Poland to convince everybody at Yale
that this was something we were all in together.

By the way, when Whit was made presidenwe were quite good friends by thel called him
up and said, “Whit, did you ever think you would be President of Yale?” and he said, “No.”
But he said, “I think that it may have something to do with the fact that my roommate was
Paul Mellon.” (Laughter)
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Q: Did you get any feel for Yale at the time of...was there an attempt to sort of break down
what you could only call the class system of....you know, just by coming out of.... how you
did you came...you'd be considered in American terms of that times, the upper class and
there were people who were coming up, but weren't born to...

ACHESON: | have to tell you that | got no sense at Yale that there was any self-
consciousness about that. | wasn't aware of it myself. The truth is, coming from Groton,
Yale was a really democratic place by comparison. None of us thought that Yale would
have beeYale or any of us would have been regarded as elitist at all. We never thought
that way.

Q: What about minorities, particularly blacks or even Jews, at the time? Was this at all...

ACHESON: Well, we had some Jewish students and | knew several of them. A couple of
them were friends of mine and still are, actually. And, | think they are both still aliv'm glad
to say. One, in fact, is mhas been my financial advisor. He's very good. There were no
blacks when we were at Yale.

Q: Well, did you get any feel for...trying to...at the time of...I'd only call it the American form
of anti-Semitism? Was that at all an issue?

ACHESON: No. No, totally unaware of it. Never had any sense at Yale that people
were anti-Semitic. And, you might've thought that there'd have been some discussion of
attitudes of that kind by the faculty, but there wasn't, at all.

Q: How did Pearl Harbor hit you all?

ACHESON: Well, it, of course, hit us very suddenly. And, | remember | was throwing a
baseball with a friend in the courtyard at Davenport College at Yale when somebody yelled
out of the window, “Hey, the Japanese have attacked Pearl Harbor!” | knew where Pearl
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Harbor was because | was in naval ROTC. But, somebody else from the campus was
walking by and he said, “Where the hell is that?”

Q: My brother was on a battleship at Pearl Harbor.
ACHESON: Yeah. Was he? Which one?

Q: The Maryland. It was inboard of the Oklahoma. He was of the class of '40 of the Naval
Academy. So, the Oklahoma took all the torpedoes and capsized. So, the Maryland...close
call.

ACHESON: Boy. Yeah. Close call.
Q: How did you find ROTC?

ACHESON: | liked it, actually. But, a funny thing happened. Well, first of all, I liked it
because it was well-run. The Commandant of the ROTC unit was a Commander in the
regular Navy named Wilder Baker, who was later Operations Officer for the Third Fleet.
He was a really nice guy and competent. The faculty for the ROTC was mainly non-
commissioned officers. We had a career Chief Gunners Mate, who was very good as a
teacher. He knew his stuff.

Q: The Navy, particularly at that time, the chief petty officers were...

ACHESON: Oh, yeah. They were the mainstay. And he said...one thing | remember
vividly, he said, “I don't do this for the joy of teaching, although” he said, “I like it. But | don't
do it for the joy of teaching. And | don't particularly do it because | like you guys; although

| do like you guys.” He said, “The reason | do it is because, if | don't, you guys will be as
much a danger to the navy as the Germans or the Japanese.” (Laughter)

Q: Well, after Pearl Harbor, did the pace pick up in ROTC?
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ACHESON: | would say in the last year | was there it picked up. Yale didn't look far ahead,
| have to say. Henry Stimson came and made a speech at Yale when | was there. When
he closed his speech, he was talking about accelerating the academic course...

Q: He was Secretary of the Army...
ACHESON: He was then Secretary of War, as they called it.
Q: That's right. Yeah.

ACHESON: And he closed his speech by saying, “Gentleman, you are living on borrowed
time.” After that, the faculty began to take measures to speed things up. But, in fact, we
were getting so near the end, most of the speed up occurred in the last year | was there.

Q: Because, | mean the colleges...the pool dried up.
ACHESON: Yeah. True.

Q:...except for...you had....did you have a 90-day wonder course, and that sort of thing?
Had that started yet?

ACHESON: Not at Yale. They had one at Northwestern, which was famouV-7 course
(ph?). Later, they might have had it, but | am not aware of it.

Q: In the ROTC, did you have any...where you pointed towards any particular branch of
the navy, or did you know or were you...?

ACHESON: Actually, no, because the deal was understood that we would be given
assignments at the convenience of the navy. The day we graduated we got our diplomas,
our commissions and our assignments in the same instant; and some of my classmates in
the naval ROTC were assigned to ships at sea, some to battleships, some to destroyers.

| and at least seven or eight of my classmates were assigned to the sub-chasing training
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center in Miami for another course; and then we were assigned to ships when that course
was over. | was assigned first to a small sub-chaser that was actually in the building yards
and not completed and | had to cope with paper-work and all that.

Q: Let's talk about the sub-chasers.

ACHESON: Well, we finally got the ship finished at a boatyard in Delaware and took it
down to Miami for shake-down. In Miami, | heard about the DE program. | thought that
spending the war poking around the coast of the United States on a little sub-chaser was
not a great prospect; so, | asked to be assigned to a destroyer escort. Because it was
early enough in the program, they were really looking for people to man these ships.

So | was assigned to a destroyer escort that was just about to be commissioned in the
Philadelphia Navy Yard. We went to Bermuda for shake-down and then headed out to the
Pacific.

Q: Do you want to explain what a destroyer escort was?

ACHESON: Ok. A destroyer escort might be described in today's advertising terms as a
Destroyer litL-1-T-E. The ship was 300 feet long; it had a crew, as | remember, of about
180 men; officer complement of about 6. Our captain was a regular commander. Our
executive officer was a really excellent, | mean world-class yachtsman who knew more
about navigation and boats and sail than probably our regular navy captain. He later
became captain, when we were out in the Pacific, when our first captain was assigned to
a DD, as we called them, a regular destroyer. The ship had, initially, one three inch gun
fore and aft, a battery of 40mm anti-aircraft guns on each side of the ship and a battery of
20mm anti-aircraft guns on each side of the ship. So, we could throw up a lot of fire power
in an air attack. Well, three inch guns were virtually useless and we did target practice with
them. A DE rolled and pitched enough so that you knew you weren't going to hit anything
with those guns and they were not easy to train. You had to do it with wheels.
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Q: Yeah, with wheels.

ACHESON: With an anti-aircraft battery you could just move it around yourself, so that
you could actually fix on a target. Later my ship was sent back to San Francisco to have
five inch guns replace the three inch guns. When we were going back for that purpose
we stopped in Pearl Harbor. A destroyer escort came through, headed west, whose
communications officer had been taken off with an emergency appendectomy before
they left San Francisco. The Commander of Personnel for the Pacific Fleet had what they
called Type Commanders at Pearl Harbor. One dealt with all the problems at personnel
and armament and repairs regarding battleships, another with aircraft carriers, another
with cruisers, and another with destroyers; and the Type Commander for destroyers was,
in fact, our personnel officer. We were just about to set out for San Francisco when | got a
TBS radio message to report to the Personnel Director, with a com desk tag.

So, I took a launch over to headquarters and the guy said, “Acheson, we really have to
have you on the ship that's headed west and does not have a communications officer.
Their codes are in a mess, and they failed the Admiral's inspection; and you have to take
charge of that and straighten it out.” So, | said, “Ok.” And he said, “Here's your orders.”

Q: How much experience did you have by then?

ACHESON: Well, | had been assistant communications officer for a year and | went out for
another 20 months as communications officer.

Q: Had you had any combat experience prior to goinl mean as assistant....?
ACHESON: Oh, yeah.

Q: What was the name of the DE?
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ACHESON: The destroyer escort | was first owe were in the Leyte Gulf exerciswas called
the U.S. Coolbaugh, DE214.

Q: Want to talk about your...

ACHESON: Absolutely. We escorted everything: merchant ships, tankers; but most of
the time we were on combat operations escorting the...what we called the jeep carrierthe
converted aircraft carriers which started out as tanker hulls or cruiser hulls.

Q: Kaiser was putting these out, wasn't it?

ACHESON: No, no. These were ships that had originally been cruisers or fleet tankers and
had everything taken off the top; a flight deck put on; cleaned out the insides to make a
hanger deck. And there were a lot of those ships. Yeah. Kaiser did make some later, but
the first ones were converted.

Q: Want to talk about that experience?

ACHESON: Sure. We were doing sort of island to island work for a long time. Initially,
we were based at Guadalcanal and Tulagi and the Solomons. Then we moved up to the
Admiralty Islandwhat was that base called? Well, I'll remember it in a minute. Then we
moved up to New Guinea, to....

Q: Well, had the battles along the Slot and Guadalcanal taken place by that time?
ACHESON: Yes, they had.
Q: So, what...

ACHESON: There were still islands that had not been taken and we would often escort
troop ships and other ship to some of those islands. Then, we moved up to the north
coast of New Guinea to Humboldt Bay, Hollandia. And, at that time, the entire south west
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Pacific command was headquartered at Hollandia. MacArthur had this big complex, a
huge fresh-water lake called Lake Santani, about a 10-minute drive from Humboldt Bay.
And, Humboldt Bay was a big anchorage with major facilities. | went ashore one day

with the captain and the exec (executive officer) and the communications officel was
assistant communications officer on that shimy first DE. The briefinthis big Quonset hut
and nobody knew what the next operation was, at that point. At the meeting, all the orders
and operation plans were handed out in a sealed packet; and we were to study that on
board; but, meanwhile, we got this briefing. This guy pulled down this big map and took his
pointer and put it right on and said, “That's where.... .”

Q: What was the feeling that you got from your colleagues about MacArthur at the time?

ACHESON: Well, all of us had read a lot about him at the time and it was the next bag. He
was, indisputably, a brilliant soldier. You probably have heard, or knew, that he had the
highest marks ever given at West Point. In World War I, he was the youngest Brigadier
General commissionein World War I; and, got the Medal of Honor, the Congressional
Medal of Honor in World War I; so, he was a legendary commander. We knew that he had
fallen out with Roosevelt and was regarded as a sort of fascistic-minded guy; but, he was
also regarded as a brilliant strategist - and a big publicity hound. So the Navy tended to be
skeptical of MacArthur. But, the islanding-hopping mode of campaigning probably was the
right one; and inevitably, the only one that was possible; and it was done quite well.

So, we set off then to Leyte Gulf in a convoy, with four aircraft carriers, four or five

other destroyer escorts and what was then called a command ship. It was basically a
troop ship, except instead of carrying troops, it carried staff and a huge concentration

of communications equipment. And, when we got to our station in Leyte Gulf, we were
ordered to run an anti-submarine beat in the gulf. The planes took off from the carriers to
cover the troop ship landings on the beach.
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And, the next thing we knew, the very first kamikaze attacks of the war took place before
our eyes. The first two planes that ever exercised a kamikaze mission came out of
nowhere and dove on the U.S.S. Santee, one of the aircraft carriers we were with - huge
explosion and a lot of men on the deck were blown into the water. In two minutes time, the
U.S.S. Suwannee was hit by two kamikazes and so in no time we had a couple hundred
men in the water, two carriers on fire and general pandemonium going on. We were
ordered to maneuver the ship around and pick up survivors from the water. We picked
about 90 people, 90 men, and brought them on board and laid them out on the deck. Many
of them had really bad burn wounds and we didn't have enough tannic-acid jelly, which
was the immediate first aid medication to do the job. But, our mess attendant turned out
to be a real hero, because he knew that tea contains high tannic acid so he immediately
brewed up a lot of tea, and we then made cold compresses of tannic acid to put on these
burn wounds.

We had these guys on the deck for several days; because, shortly after the attack, we

had other aero planes come in for attack and our aero planes shot most of those down. A
couple more came in at low levels and our DE and some other DEs shot them down. And
then, it turned out that the Suwannee really had to go back to port because of damage to
its engineering room and it wasn't clear that they could really make, could really maneuver.
The Santee, although it was badly hurt on deck, could still launch planes on the catapults
and the hanger deck was not damaged and that was going to stay on station, at least

for the duration of that operation. But, we were ordered that same day, to head back to
Humboldt Bay with the Suwannee and escort it back to port, and that's what we did.

But, before we left with the Suwannee, a strange thing happened. | was asleep in my
bunk in the middle of the night, and | was due to go on watch in about an hour or so. The
radio man came down, and he said....the chief communications officer, my superior, was
actually on deck watch. The radio man came down to me and he said, “Mr. Acheson,
there's a message here that's really strange. | wish you'd come up and look at it.” So, |
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went up to the radio shack and there was a message from com 7th Fleet to com Pacific
Fleet CINCPAC, and the message said, “Where is task force 34?” That is Halsey's force.
And, what had happened was that the unit of carriers just a few miles to the north of us
was under air and surface attacks from Japanese battleships, cruisers and destroyers.

Q: The Yamato?

ACHESON: The Yamato had been sunk.

Q: I thought the Yamato was sunk a little latter, but anyway.
ACHESON: | don't know.

Q: Try to remember.

ACHESON: The Yamato had been hit. Most of the damage done to the surface, in that
surface battle, was done by Japanese cruisers and destroyers. The Yamato might have
been there.

Q: I think the Yamato was there. | think this is the attack on Taffy four, or something.

ACHESON: We were the Southern Force Taffy One. The first force hit was Taffy three;
and Taffy two began to get some shell fire until Admiral Kurita decided to bag iturned
around and tried to go out through the straights. That's when the Yamato was sungoing
back out.

Q: Yeah. | mean, this is that.....But this is.... Say, you were on the periphery of huge things.
ACHESON: Yeah. This message which says, “Where is Task Force 347"
Q: Is that the one that says, “The whole world wonders”?

ACHESON: Yeah; that's with padding.
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Q: That was padding, but it somehow gets sent straight.

ACHESON: Anyway, | showed this to our skipper and he said, “I guess, this means that
Halsey ain't there anymore.”

Q: Yeah.

ACHESON: As far as we were attacked by Japanese surface forces, that is our ship, we
saw shell splashes coming in and...but they were from over the horizon and | guess, we
saw a couple of real big guys that were probably battleship shells. Then, it all stopped.
That was when Admiral Kurita decided he had enough. As it turned out later, he thought
the air attack was from Halsey's force; that he had not been successful in the decoy
operation. But, in fact, all the planes attacking the Japanese force were 7th Fleet planes
from our carriers (said emphatically).

Q: It was really a remarkable thing. They were dropping anti-personnel things on cruisers
and battleships.

ACHESON: Right. Absolutely.
Q: I highly recommend this book, called The Last Charge of the Tin Can Sailors
ACHESON: Yeah. | read it. | read it; a very good book.

Q: ...for somebody interested in the Battle of Leyte Gulf. So you caught sort of the
periphery of this. Then, what happened? You took the....

ACHESON: Then, we took the Suwannee back to Humboldt Bay. Then, our next operation
was Lingayen Gulf, the other side of Luzon. We went in there with carriers and several
troop ships for the landings in Lingayen Gulf. There had been fighting on that side of
Luzon. Our troops had landed at Leyte and fought their way over there and were fighting
in the ridges and river valleys that went down the west side of Luzon. When we got to
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Lingayen Gulf, the first assignment we had was to move around the Gulf and locate and
weight down the dead bodies of Japanese and American troops that had been killed and
were floating in the bay.

Then, the landings themselves, on that side of Luzon, turned out to be quite uneventful,
and the troops that we landed there got ashore without getting shot up, but the troops
who had landed on the other side, had fought there. So | guess it was something like two
weeks between Leyte and Lingayen Gulf.

Anyway, shortly after that, we began moving further north. We went up to Iwo Jima for
those landings. We escorted carriers at lwo Jima. We also did some shell fire with our
useless three inch guns at lwo Jima to support the landing (laughs). We did not encounter
any kamikazes up there.

Q: Were you getting much shell fire from Iwo Jima, itself?
ACHESON: No, no.
Q: They really saved that all for the troop, or marines.

ACHESON: Yeah, that's right. There weren't any large caliber coastal artillery that the
Japanese had. They had, basically, field artillery. And they were, as you say, shooting at
our troops, not at the ships off shore.

Then, later still, we went up to...an amazing experience. My first visit to Ulithi Atoll, which
became the great Third Fleet base.

Q: | remember that picture called Murder's Row, showing the carriers going up practically
over the horizon.

ACHESON: Well, it was amazing, because Ulithi Atolthe atoll was aboul would say the
bay, that is the water surrounded by atoll, was about 30 miles in diameter. The entire
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Third Fleet could anchor in Ulithi and they had this pretty sizeable shore base. | was just
thunderstruck by the size of the basin and the number of ships that were concentrated
there.

On the way up there, we fueled at sea. That was an amazing experience. | had the four to
eight deck watch and we were going along at around probably 12-15 knots. And, when the
sun started to come up, and looking over at the horizon, | must have counted 25 aircraft
carriers, probably the same number of battleships, probably 50 cruisers, probably 100
destroyers and these rows, four, five or six rows of fleet tankers, just moving along, fueling
on both sides. That was an amazing thing to see. | have never seen it again. But, when
you saw that, you knew that the war was over.

Q: Did you get involved in the typhoon?
ACHESON: No, no; not at all.
Q: What the feeling about Halsey at the time?

ACHESON: Well, (sigh), the feeling was...first of all, the power of a typhoon is so
Impressive that everyone understood that you couldn't guarantee the safety of ships in
a typhoon. The thing that made people question Halsey later was that he had permitted
three destroyers, at least three destroyers, to continue on the course with the rest of his
force, knowing that they were almost out of fuel and therefore very light in ballast and
therefore very prone to capsize. That's when people began to really criticize him. Even
then, the criticism was not as severe as the criticism of his abandoning San Bernardino
Straits at the time of Leyte Gulf. That was his big sin.

Q: Well, then, after this, you returned to Pearl Harbor on your way to San Francisco?

ACHESON: Well, we were in Ulithi at the very end of the war. This was on my second
ship. It was eerie, because when my ship came into Ulithi, instead of seeing this huge

Interview with Mr. David C. Acheson http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001513



Library of Congress

array of vessels across the entire atoll, there were only a handful of ships. Several of us
went ashore to the officer's club, and the commander of the base, who was a nice guy,

a commander in the navy and he said that he had just received order from CINCPAC to
close the base. So he said, “I'll tell you what, we probably have a thousand cases of booze
here; and | don't know, but it's going to take an awful lot of time for a few of us to drink it
up, but we might as well start.” So, we had several drinks with him at the officer's club.

The next day, | got radio orders. | had been out so long - over two years - that | had all
these points: | had been married; | had sea duty all these many, many months over two
years; and combat operations. So the point system, which was what got you out, | was
very high in points and | hadn't even thought about it. But, the next day, | got a message
from the base commander, that he had received a message from CINCPAC, which knew
that our ship was there, that | was to be detached, report to the base commander at Ulithi
for transportation back to the United States and de-activation to inactive duty.

Q: Had the war ended at this point?
ACHESON: The war had ended at that point.
Q: Had you gotten involved at all in Okinawa?

ACHESON: We were never at Okinawa. But, the very last operations we did have on my
second ship was to go around to various parts of the theatre where there were thought to
be Japanese troops still located that might or might not know the war was over. We were
to acquaint them with the fact that the war was over. If we could manage that, and if we
saw any troops at any of these former bases, islands, we were to let the 7th Fleet know.

Q: Were you able to alert any...?

ACHESON: The funny thing is that the only thing that we did see was in the middle of the
ocean, out of sight of any land. We happened upon this big raft, bigger than this room. It
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had a lot of boxes and stuff on ijust floating in the water. We went over to have a look at
it; brought the ship to maybe 40-50 feet off. There were two Japanese soldiers on the raft.
Soldiers, | say; | don't know whether they were marines, or soldiers, or sailoror what they
were, but they had sort of tattered uniforms on. So, we didn't know if they knew the war
was over. So, we went over closer, and we motioned for them.

We put down one of those landing nets that you can climb uput it down over the side of
the ship and then motioned for them to come over, to swim over. We got as close as we
could without colliding with the raft and motioned for them to swim over. And, rather to our
surprise, they were eager to swim over. We didn't really know if they could; but, apparently
they could and they were eager to do it and they had figured that life on this raft was going
to be short and unpleasant. And, so we guessed maybe they knew the war was over but,
since they couldn't speak our language and we couldn't speak theirs, we couldn't really be
sure. They came over, and we immediately tied them up and put them in the brig.

We had a little brig which had been used as a storeroom; we had to get all the stores out
of the brig. Then we said, “Hey, how do you lock this damn thing up?” (Laughter) Nobody
found a lock. We finally found a padlock somewhere and we put it on the brig. We would
let these guys out to go to the bathroom and we brought food in for them which they ate
very enthusiastically. Then they began smiling and grinning and having a great time and
realized they were...now life was going to be very soft. So...how did this end?

It turned out they would motion at our sailors who were smoking cigarettes. It was clear
that they wanted to smoke. So, what happened was that some of our sailors would pass
cigarettes to them through the bars and then they would motion for the Japanese to write
something, and they would hand them pieces of paper or cardboard or something and
these Japanese would write. Whether they were saying “You are an Idiot” or whether were
writing, “Thanks for saving our lives”, we never knew.
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Then the question was: what do we do with these guys. Being the communications officer,
| was supposed to know these things. My captain said to me, “What do you think we ought
to do with these people?” So, | said, “Well, where do your orders say you should take

this ship next?” He said, “Well, | don't really have any orders right now, except to go back
to....” | can't remember whether we were going back to Lingayen or back to Ulithi. | think
we were going back to Lingayen. And, so | said, “My suggestion is that you take these
prisoners back to Lingayen and bring them to the U.S. Army intelligence people at the
Lingayen base; and, if the army doesn't have intelligence people there, give them to navy
intelligence people; but let's get rid of them. And, obviously, the intelligence people will
want to know what they know. And that's what | think you ought to do.” And that's what we
did.

| had been told to get off the ship, as | think I'd told you, in Ulithi. By the time I'd been
there a couple of day, there were maybe six people on the base: the base commander,
a skeleton crew and me, awaiting transportation home. Days went by, and no ships were
coming to Ulithi. And, | asked myself, “Why would the Navy say 'Await transportation’ at
a base that's been closed?” Finally, | got the base commander to send a message to the
destroyer base Type Commander at Pearl Harbor and say that | was still sitting there and
no ships were coming through. And, we felt the reason was they all knew that the base
was closed. So, that apparently had been an oversight. So, they then sent a message
to...I don't know how the message went. | never found that out. But, the upshot was that
a destroyer based in Yokosuka in Japan, came through Ulithi, picked me up and took me
back to San Francisco.

Well, they were going back, anyway, of course. And then the question was: How do | get
home? | was to go home and report to the commander of the Naval District in Washington,
DC and await orders to inactive duty and release. My father tried to get Averell Harriman
to put me on the Union Pacific, which of course 